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Joan Silk is Professor of Anthropology 
at the University of California,  
Los Angeles. She earned her Ph.D. 
at the University of California, Davis, 
did postdoctoral research at the 
University of Chicago, and taught 
briefly at Emory University before 
joining the faculty at UCLA in 1986. 
Her work has mainly focused on the 
evolutionary basis of behavior in 
nonhuman primates, with a special 
emphasis on the reproductive 
strategies and social behavior of 
females. Along with her husband, 
Robert Boyd, she is the author 
of How Humans Evolved, a well-
regarded textbook that integrates 
evolutionary theory, primate 
behavioral ecology, the human fossil 
record, and contemporary human 
behavior. In recent years, she has 
become increasingly interested in 
questions that explicitly link studies 
of nonhuman primates to humans, 
probing the origins of capacities that 
play a crucial role in human societies, 
such as reconciliation, cooperation, 
social bonds and friendship, and 
prosocial sentiments. 
What interested you in biology in 
the first place? If my parents had 
let me have a dog, I am pretty sure 
that I would have done what they 
expected me to do: go to medical 
school. Instead, they encouraged 
me to dissect frogs and bought me 
a microscope. But frogs seem so 
much more interesting alive than 
dead. When I had my first exposure 
to animal behaviour in high school, 
I was intrigued by the idea that 
you could study animals and learn 
about their lives. Then, I read In the 
Shadow of Man, and was fascinated 
by Jane Goodall’s descriptions 
of the personalities of individual 
chimpanzees at Gombe. After that, 
one thing just led to another. I took a 
course in primatology during my first 
year in college, and accompanied one 
of my professors on an archaeological 
expedition to West Africa. At the end 
of the dig, we took a brief tour of East 
Africa and I saw primates in the wild 
for the first time. A very intimidating 
vervet monkey stole our sugar bowl 
at breakfast, a group of baboons 
Q & A meandered across an open plain, and a magnificent hamadryas male stood 
watch over his females at sunrise in 
the Awash Valley. Medical school was 
definitely out. 
After all this time, what interests 
you about primates? I think it’s 
the same thing that makes me 
read People magazine instead of 
The Economist when I am in the 
dentist’s waiting room. I am endlessly 
interested in other people’s lives: what 
they do and why they do it. Studying 
a group of primates is like watching 
a soap opera. There is everything 
you could ask for: sex, violence, 
tragedy, mysterious strangers, and no 
commercials. At the end of each day, 
you can’t wait for the next episode 
to begin. As the days go by, you 
get to know the characters and get 
absorbed in the dramatic tensions 
within the group. But what makes 
it particularly satisfying is that we 
have theoretical tools that help us 
to understand why animals do what 
they do: why do females spend so 
much time grooming one another 
when they could just as easily groom 
themselves? Why do immigrant 
males stalk and kill infants? Why do 
infants throw tantrums when their 
mothers won’t let them nurse? Why do 
monkeys reconcile after conflicts? 
Why baboons and macaques? 
Baboons and macaques don’t have 
a very good reputation. If you are 
a visitor at the zoo, you think that 
baboons are unsightly and unsavory. 
If you are a farmer and there are 
macaques in the neighborhood, you 
think they are terrible pests. But for 
behavioral ecologists, these animals 
are terrific. They are very adaptable, 
so they can be found in a wide 
range of habitats all over Asia and 
Africa. They are quite distinctive, so 
individual recognition is fairly easy. 
They live in large and complex social 
groups, and this gives us broad scope 
to assess the complex dynamics of 
cooperation and competition. Females 
remain in their natal groups, so we 
can follow females over the course of 
their lives, monitor their reproductive 
history, construct their geneologies, 
and keep track of their relationships 
with one another. 
Do you have a scientific hero? Like 
a lot of evolutionary biologists, one 
of my academic heroes is Charles Darwin. I admire Darwin for his ability 
to draw original inferences from 
observations about the world, his 
scrupulous empirical investigations 
of a wide range of biological 
phenomena, and his willingness 
to admit that there are facts that 
would disprove his theories. Among 
contemporary biologists, I admire 
Jeanne Altmann and Susan Alberts 
for their single-minded determination 
to sustain Amboseli Baboon Project 
over four decades; Sarah Blaffer 
Hrdy for transforming the way that 
we think about female primates 
and her courage in defending her 
ideas; Robert Seyfarth and Dorothy 
Cheney for showing us that there 
are systematic ways to study what 
animals are thinking and feeling, 
and a way to combine fieldwork 
and family; Tim Clutton-Brock for 
his relentless critical pursuit of 
empirically-grounded answers to 
big biological questions; and Robin 
Dunbar for his creativity in pushing 
the field forward and sheer audacity. 
What is your favorite Gary Larson 
cartoon? So many great cartoons, 
so hard to choose. My favorite is 
captioned “Primitive resumes” and 
it shows two poorly-encephalized 
hominids sitting opposite one another 
at a desk. One is reading from a sheet 
of paper, “Let’s see…You make fire… 
good…you make tools…good…  
You hunt mammoth…okaaaaaay..  
Uh-oh! Your referees are all 
baboons…not good”. 
What is the biggest mistake that 
you have made in your career? 
I’ve made a bunch of mistakes over 
the years, and it’s hard to rank them. 
I suppose the mistakes that matter 
are the ones that I regret the most. 
I once thought that female primates 
facultatively adjust the sex ratio of 
their offspring in relation to their own 
rank. Now, I think that this conclusion 
was probably a mistake, but it was 
made in good faith, consistent with 
available evidence and theory, and I 
have no real regrets. I do regret that 
I didn’t spend more time in the field, 
and that I didn’t get better training in 
mathematics and statistics when  
I was in graduate school. 
What advice would you give 
someone starting a career in 
biology? If you are smart enough 
to get into graduate school, I don’t 
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of Lymnaea, with its large (up to 
50 µm in diameter) and brightly-
pigmented orange neurons (~20,000 
in number) has been attractive to 
many neuroscientists interested 
in relating the molecular and 
electrical properties of neurons to 
behavior. Individual neurons can 
be identified as parts of defined 
behavioral circuits and their 
synaptic connectivities determined 
by electrophysiological recording. 
Early work focused on using 
Lymnaea giant neurons to analyse 
the biophysical properties of 
neurons and on the organization of 
neuroendocrine peptidergic neural 
networks. Since then, the neural 
networks underlying a variety of 
reflexive and rhythmic behaviors 
have been investigated, including 
feeding, respiration, defensive 
withdrawal, locomotion, gravity 
orientation and reproduction.
Neuropeptide genes and behavior. 
Lymnaea was an early model for 
neuroendocrine studies aimed 
at understanding the peptidergic 
control of growth and reproduction. 
A notable result was the cloning of 
the first invertebrate gene encoding 
insulin-like peptides produced by 
neurons known to be involved in 
growth regulation. A major advance 
in understanding the complexity 
of peptide signalling, pioneered 
in Lymnaea, was the use of mass 
spectrometry to identify multiple 
neuropeptides in single neurons; 
for example, in neurons expressing 
the FMRFamide gene, a total of 
3 different FMRFamide-related 
peptides were identified. A single 
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What is Lymnaea? The great 
pond snail Lymnaea stagnalis 
Linneus (L.) is fairly common in 
ponds, lakes and rivers throughout 
the northern continents of the 
world. The snails are light to dark 
brown in color, with a shell length 
of 3–5 cm (Figure ). They often 
congregate near the water surface 
where they feed on floating pond 
weed and respire aerially through 
a rudimentary lung. Locomotion 
is carried out by the coordinated 
front-to-back beating of cilia on 
the sole of the snail’s ‘foot’, with 
muscular contractions underlying 
shell movements and body-turning. 
Lymnaea has a fascinating sex life. 
It is a simultaneous hermaphrodite, 
but during mating behavior one 
individual acts as the male and the 
other the female. During oviposition, 
gelatinous egg masses, each 
containing 00 eggs or more, are 
deposited on the substrate and 
tiny snails in adult form eventually 
emerge without any free-living 
veliger larval stage. This makes 
it simple to breed snails in the 
laboratory, a major advantage for 
behavioral, neurobiological and 
molecular studies where large 
numbers of animals are required. 
Lymnaea likes sugar (Figure ), 
which can be used as a food 
reward in classical conditioning 
experiments.
What do biologists use Lymnaea 
for? Lymnaea is used in a 
surprisingly wide range of basic 
and applied biological research, 
from population ecology and 
host–parasite interactions to 
monitoring the effects of heavy 
metal pollution in lakes and rivers. It 
is, however, most frequently used to 
study a wide range of fundamental 
neurobiological problems, from 
peptidergic signalling through 
motor pattern generation to learning 
and memory and even aging of 
the nervous system. The compact 
central nervous system (CNS) 
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Figure . Pond snails have a sweet tooth (or 
rather, radula). 
Floating upside down on the water surface, 
this specimen snacks happily on Brighton 
Rock. At the same time, it performs aerial 
respiration through its respiratory orifice, the 
pneumostome. Both behaviors are driven by 
well-identified CPG networks.think you need advice from me. But 
since you asked, here is what I’d say: 
do research that interests you (if you 
aren’t interested, likely no one else 
will be either); don’t be afraid to take 
academic risks (that’s where the big 
payoffs are); don’t worry (too much) 
about being wrong (it happens); be 
prepared to learn things that you 
didn’t expect to have to know (you 
might be interested in behavior, 
but you might need to understand 
general linear models or do molecular 
genetics); listen to your advisors (but 
don’t always take their advice); and 
don’t think too far ahead (do good 
work, and the rest will fall into place).
What is your goal in teaching? 
When I first started teaching, I didn’t 
enjoy it much and I didn’t think I was 
very good at it. But over the years, 
I’ve become much more engaged 
in what happens in the classroom. 
My  goal is for every student to 
understand how evolution produces 
adaptation, and to instill in my 
students a deep appreciation of  how 
powerful and profound this process 
is.  They’ll forget all of the facts,  
but I hope they’ll hold on to this.
What is the biggest challenge 
for primatologists in the future? 
Primatologists face several daunting 
challenges. First, wild primate 
populations are in crisis all over 
the world. Habitat loss and the 
bushmeat trade pose grave dangers 
to primates. Once they are gone, 
we will be out of business. Second, 
it is getting more and more difficult 
to get funding for basic research 
in behavioral ecology. Long-term 
studies play a particularly important 
role in our field because primates 
have such long and complex lives. 
Even short gaps in funding produce 
big problems: staff aren’t paid, 
demographic data are lost, and 
longitudinal studies are disrupted. 
Third, exciting new questions for 
primatology are coming from many 
different directions: molecular 
genetics, behavioral economics, 
cognitive psychology, reproductive 
endocrinology, and so on. To answer 
these questions effectively, we have 
to master new methods, develop new 
skills, absorb new bodies of theory. 
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